Abstract. Maternal abuse of offspring in group-living monkeys was investigated to assess whether abuse of infants can be interpreted as an adaptive reduction of parental expenditure or as a behavioural pathology. I compared the parenting styles of 10 abusive and 10 non-abusive rhesus macaque, Macaca mulatta, mothers living in three large captive groups over the first 12 weeks of infant life. I also analysed the social interactions between mothers and infants and other individuals. Abusive females scored higher than controls on several measures of maternal protectiveness and rejection, indicating that they were highly controlling mothers. They also received fewer contacts and approaches from other individuals, and tended to be more aggressive and more interested in other females' infants compared to non-abusive mothers. Infant abuse was accompanied by similar or higher parental expenditure in the offspring rather than by a reduction in expenditure, as predicted by the adaptive hypothesis. Therefore, the results of this study support the hypothesis that infant abuse is a form of behavioural pathology.
Parental care can be defined as any parental behaviour that appears likely to increase the fitness of a parent's offspring (Clutton-Brock 1991) . Most of the behaviour that a parent shows towards her offspring during the period of offspring dependence falls within the range of parental care. The expenditure of energy, time and other parental resources in the care of the offspring, however, may vary among individuals of the same species or within an individual's lifetime, because parents are selected to maximize the difference between the benefits of care to their offspring and its costs to themselves (Williams 1966; Trivers 1972; Winkler 1987) . When the costs of parental care outweigh its benefits, parents are expected to reduce or terminate their expenditure in their offspring, even if the offspring are still dependent on them. This may occur, for example, when the certainty of parenthood is low, when parental resources are limited or when the offspring's chances of survival are reduced (CluttonBrock 1991).
When the conditions favouring early termination of parental expenditure occur, the parent's behaviour toward the offspring may fall outside the definition of parental care and include neglect, abandonment, abuse, infanticide or cannibalism. Early reduction or termination of parental expenditure in response to circumstances unfavourable to reproduction has been reported in animal taxa from insects to primates, including humans (e.g. Bernds & Barash 1979; Haig 1990; Maestripieri 1991; Fairbanks & McGuire 1995) .
Behavioural phenomena such as parental neglect, abuse or cannibalism of the offspring, however, may also result from genetic abnormalities (e.g. Brown et al. 1996) or reflect environment-induced pathologies (e.g. Arling & Harlow 1967) . Although maladaptive animal behaviour is often the result of human manipulations, some behavioural pathologies are also expected to occur among animals living in natural environments with minimal human influence. Understanding causes of maladaptive behaviour can provide insight into the mechanisms underlying the regulation of adaptive behaviour.
One issue relevant to both functional and mechanistic studies of behaviour is how to 
